Introduction
Located in an arid and semi-arid zone, the Arab region,1 covering twenty-two States, is one of the most water scarce in the world, with very low rate of available water per capita. It is estimated that at least twelve of these countries suffer 'absolute' water scarcity because they have less than 500 m3 of renewable water resources available per capita per year.2 Moreover most Arab States depend for their water resources from neighboring countries, whether from or outside the region. Indeed two-thirds of all renewable water resources in the Arab countries originate from outside the region.3 Surface and underground water resources are shared4 among Arab countries and with non-Arab neighboring countries. The shared character of the water resources in an environment of scarcity with strong pressures represents thus an additional challenge. In such conditions, cooperation in managing shared water resources becomes perhaps more imperative than in other regions of the world. The Arab countries have recognized this reality in different ways. Despite the fact that numerous of its shared water basins are still managed in a unilateral manner by the concerned States without any cooperative effort, the Arab region already experiences some cooperation modalities on few of its shared water bodies (surface and groundwater). This cooperation is either formalized by inter-state agreements, or less formally set up through technical committees, experts meetings, or joint projects.
On another hand, the Economic and Social Council of the League of Arab States established in 2008 the Arab Ministerial Water Council (AMWC), demonstrating a political will at the regional level to elevate water issues from the technical aspects to the more influential political field and to foster greater cooperation. This paper will discuss the approach toward shared waters in the Arab region by examining the existing cooperation cases and their modalities, and by analyzing the regional position towards the management of shared waters. The paper will seek to determine the possible role and position of the UNECE Water Convention in this context.
Shared Waters in the Arab World
The number of shared water bodies in the Arab region has not been completely assessed. A recent inventory of shared water resources,5 covering the region of Western Asia,6 has identified seven shared surface water bodies and twenty shared aquifer system. The number of shared water bodies, from North Africa, is still not exactly assessed. On some of these identified shared water bodies, and on others from the Arab countries of North Africa, cooperation modalities exist, some formalized by inter-state agreements, some less formally set up through technical committees, experts meetings, or joint projects. However the Arab States have always clearly expressed their interest in the development of international water law and its rules.
2.1
Cooperation Modalities 2.1.1
Existing Cooperation on Surface Waters The existing agreements on surface waters in the Arab region cover the following rivers: the Orontes, the Nahr Al-Kabir Al Janoubi and the Yarmouk. The first
